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PREFACE



My interest in Irish history developed quite by chance at university in the United States in 1966. While taking a course on European history between the world wars at the University of North Texas, I chose to write a term paper on the Irish Civil War. I had grown up in Ireland from the age of four and received all my primary and secondary schooling in Tralee, but I was intrigued to learn that the partition question had essentially nothing to do with the Treaty split between Eamon de Valera and Michael Collins that was largely blamed for the ensuing Civil War.


As this was not a period of history that was covered in Irish schools in either the 1950s or the early 1960s, I became fascinated with the subject and later wrote a Master’s thesis on the Treaty negotiations, and a doctoral dissertation on relations between the United States and Ireland during the Second World War. This book draws heavily on research going back over thirty years. I have already written both a short and a full-length biography of de Valera, as well as two detailed studies of his quest for national independence, and two monographs on Collins: Michael Collins: ‘The Man Who Won the War’, and Michael Collins and the Treaty.


During the course of the ongoing research I corresponded with a number of people who appear in these pages, including de Valera, Robert Barton, Seán Mac Eoin, Ernest Blythe, Geoffrey Shakespeare, and Tom Barry. I would like to acknowledge the help of the late Liam Collins who trusted me with his trunk of papers of Michael Collins, even though someone to whom he had previously loaned diaries had never returned them.


My only agenda is to tell the story as fairly and as dispassionately as I can. On all sides people succeeded and made mistakes, even though partisans of de Valera and Collins have tended to paint the period in black and white terms, whereas in reality there were many shades of grey. It was for long assumed that the two men worked closely together and trusted each other implicitly until the Treaty split, but their differences really went back much earlier.


This is a study of the parallel lives of de Valera and Collins with emphasis on how their careers intermingled and finally diverged. Their differences undoubtedly became a major factor in the split that led to the Civil War and cast a shadow over Irish politics not just for decades, but arguably for most of the century.


TRD


Tralee,


September 1998







1


An Unwanted and a Cherished Child


Eamon de Valera was an unlikely Irish hero, much less the virtual personification of nationalist Ireland. Born in New York city on 14 October 1882, he was the son of an Irish immigrant mother, Catherine Coll, and, according to her, a Spanish father, Vivion de Valera.


Considerable mystery surrounds Vivion de Valera. According to Eamon — or Edward as he was christened and called until his adult years — his parents were married in New York in 1881, but there is apparently no mention of the marriage in the church records. Shortly after Eamon was born, Vivion moved west for health reasons and died two years later in Denver. If he died of tuberculosis, the mystery surrounding him would be understandable, because Irish people tended to view the disease as a kind of social plague. If spoken about at all, it was in terms of being as bad as some fatal venereal disease.


When Eamon was two years old his mother sent him to Ireland with her brother to be reared by her own family near the village of Bruree, County Limerick, while she remained in the United States. Eamon never forgot his first morning in the Coll family home — a one-roomed thatched cottage, housing himself, his grandmother, two uncles and an aunt. He woke up to find the house deserted. The family was moving to a new slate-roofed, three-roomed labourer’s cottage nearby and nobody had bothered to ensure the child would not be frightened waking up alone in a strange, deserted house.


It has long been believed that a person’s character is shaped as a child. Like any child, de Valera would have first looked to his parents for security. Never having known his father, he would have become especially dependent on his mother, and his subsequent separation from her would undoubtedly have had a profound effect on him. She remained in the United States, and the uncle who brought him to Bruree soon returned to America, to be followed shortly afterwards by Eamon’s teenage aunt, Hannie, to whom he had become attached. Thus the people to whom de Valera looked first for security during those formative years were in America, and it was hardly surprising that he would look first to the United States for help or security throughout his life.


His mother visited Bruree briefly in 1887, before returning to the United States, leaving the boy to be reared by her mother, Elizabeth, and her brother, Pat. Eamon’s mother was planning to remarry and he pleaded with her to take him back, but she refused. One can only imagine the scarring consequences of being rejected by his mother, especially when the rejection fuelled speculation about his legitimacy.


Before emigrating Catherine Coll worked as a domestic servant in a large house owned by the Atkinson family, and there was considerable local speculation that she had become pregnant by Thomas Atkinson, the randy son of the owner. It was rumoured that the Atkinsons paid for her to go to America to conceal the pregnancy. It would have been understandable for an Irish emigrant to send home an illegitimate child to be reared by her family, and even to leave the child in Ireland after she married; but it was something else for a former widow not to reclaim a legitimate child after she had remarried, and especially after she had started a second family.


De Valera always maintained that his mother emigrated two years before he was born. If this was true, Tom Atkinson could not have been his father, but no biographer has yet found evidence of his mother’s arrival in the United States. Possibly nobody ever looked for this evidence, because in the last analysis it is of little historical importance. Whether de Valera was illegitimate or not is not nearly as important as the rumours that he was illegitimate, because those rumours clearly bothered him.


When he began at the local national school at the age of five, he was registered as Edward Coll. This may have been the first sign of a certain sensitivity that de Valera would later betray about his foreign background. Maybe his touchiness was the result of conditioning brought on by the attitude of his grandmother or uncle, or just the reaction of a little boy trying to fit into a society in which he probably felt rejected.


He would later recall being irritated that his uncle was known locally as ‘the Dane Coll’, which was one of those family nicknames transferred from father to son. De Valera’s grandfather, Patrick Coll, used to lead prayers in the local church and as a result he was given the nickname, ‘the Dean’, which was pronounced locally as ‘the Dane’, much to the subsequent embarrassment of his grandson, who thought the nickname had something to do with the Norse invaders who had plundered Ireland a millennium before.


Saddled with supporting his elderly mother and young nephew, Pat Coll was a rather frustrated individual. He could not afford to get married and seemed to take out his frustration by being severe on the boy. He disapproved of him playing games, which he considered were a waste of time. De Valera was expected to perform various duties.


‘From my earliest days I participated in every operation that takes place on a farm,’ he later recalled. ‘Until I was sixteen years of age, there was no farm work, from the spancelling of a goat to the milking of a cow, that I had not to deal with. I cleaned out the cowhouses. I followed the tumbler rake. I took my place on top of the rick. I took my place on the cart and filled the float of hay. I took milk to the creamery. I harnessed the donkey, the jennet, and the horse.’


He never learned to plough, because the Colls had only a half-acre of land. It was not even enough to support the three or four cows owned by his uncle. As a result they used what de Valera called ‘the long farm’ — the grass margins by the roadside. This was against the law, so he was given the task of keeping watch for the police. If he saw them approaching he would just pretend to be driving the cattle from one field to another.


While on ‘the long farm’, de Valera relieved the boredom by reading books about the French Revolution, Scottish mythology, and Abbé MacGeoghegan’s History of Ireland. He did not study history at school, so he knew little about Irish history. He later credited the local parish priest, Father Eugene Sheehy, with introducing him to nationalist politics, though he could not have been very impressed with the early introduction, because it was some years before he showed any interest in the nationalist renaissance taking place at the time.


De Valera’s aunt, Hannie, returned from the United States for a short period to nurse her ailing mother before the latter’s death in 1895. Hannie then returned to the United States, leaving de Valera to undertake much of the housekeeping and the preparation of his uncle’s meals. As a result the boy’s school attendance suffered. Clearly disillusioned with life in Bruree, he wrote to Hannie in January 1896, pleading with her to intercede with his mother to allow him to return to America, but his efforts were in vain.


He did manage to persuade his uncle, however, to allow him to attend the Christian Brothers’ secondary school in Charleville, some seven miles from home. He frequently made the long journey to and from school on foot. He won a three-year scholarship worth £20 a year for his results in the junior grade examination of 1898. This allowed him to continue his education at a boarding school. Although he was rejected by the two boarding schools in Limerick, a local priest managed to get him accepted into Blackrock College in the Dublin suburbs.


Why was he rejected? Was it because of the rumours of his illegitimacy? The £20 a year did not quite cover his full costs at Blackrock College and it was rumoured locally that the Atkinson family made up the difference. Another possibility is that the Holy Ghost Fathers who ran the school waived the remainder of the fee. Whatever the case, they indignantly ignored a request from Pat Coll for £5 out of the scholarship for himself.


Blackrock College had a strict routine. Boys rose at six o’clock in the morning and had a full schedule of prayer, class, study, and recreation outlined for each day. Discipline was strict and they were obliged to remain silent going to class and during meals, as well as during study periods. Among de Valera’s classmates were the future Roman Catholic Cardinal and Primate of Ireland, John D’Alton, and the famous Gaelic poet, Pádraic Ó Conaire.


De Valera initially had difficulty fitting into his new class midway through secondary school, especially when he had to adjust to a very different environment. It would have been quite normal for a fifteen-year-old boy to have been homesick on going away to school for the first time, but he was delighted to get away. On his first night, he later recalled, he lay in bed thanking God for his deliverance from Bruree. He just could not understand the sobbing homesickness of the boy in the next bed.


Boys brought up in the stable atmosphere of warm family surroundings were naturally homesick and sought compensation by forming new friendships, but de Valera, having been reared in cold, loveless surroundings, had no pressing need for camaraderie. He would not become particularly friendly with anyone during his first year. ‘He had,’ according to one of his teachers, ‘a certain dignity of manner, a gentleness of disposition, a capability of adapting himself to circumstances, or perhaps I should rather say, of utilising those circumstances that served his purpose.’


Despite initial misgivings, de Valera fitted into his new surroundings relatively quickly. In the school examinations before Christmas he was placed sixth in a class of eighteen, which was headed by John D’Alton, who later remembered de Valera as ‘a good, very serious student, good at Mathematics but not outstanding otherwise’. Ironically, in addition to finishing at the top of his class in arithmetic, de Valera also finished first in religious instruction, leaving the future cardinal in his wake.


It would have been natural for de Valera to look forward to going home for the Christmas break, but he asked to remain at the school instead. He later said his memories of his first Christmas at Blackrock were his most vivid recollection of his years there. It was obvious that he had begun to look on the college as a kind of home. For a time he would seriously consider entering the priesthood with the Holy Ghost Fathers. In later life he liked to return to the college for the midnight services at Christmas, and he repeatedly made his home in the Blackrock area. He even chose to move into a nursing home there when he retired from public life over seventy years later.


Blackrock College was a good school and de Valera was one of its star pupils. In the public examinations at the end of his first year, the college won more prizes and scholarships than any other school in the country. Three classmates won gold medals for finishing first in Ireland in specific subjects. Although de Valera was not among the gold medalists, his accumulated marks in the various subjects were the highest in his class, so he had the distinction of being Student of the Year. As such he was appointed reader of prayers in the church, study hall and dormitory, and he was the main reader in the dining-room during retreats. But he later recounted that he was haunted in his new role with memories of that dreaded nickname, ‘the Dane Coll’. His disquiet was probably as much a reflection of his unhappy childhood as of his unease about his own background.


During his second year at Blackrock, de Valera became friendly with a new boy, Frank Hughes, who brought him home to Kiltimagh, County Mayo, for Christmas 1899. They were to cement a lifelong friendship in which each would act as best man at the other’s wedding and stand as godfather to the other’s first child.


After finishing secondary school at the turn of the century, de Valera still had one year of his scholarship from Charleville remaining, so he enrolled at University College, Blackrock, an extension of the secondary school. Opportunities for third-level education were quite limited for Roman Catholics at the time, since Trinity College Dublin was almost exclusively Protestant and the Royal University of Ireland — the alternative prior to the founding of the National University of Ireland in 1908 — was strictly an examining body. The various Catholic colleges scattered throughout the country prepared students for examinations conducted by the Royal University.


Blackrock College was handicapped in that none of its teachers was involved in either setting or marking examination papers. De Valera thought students at other colleges, whose professors helped to set the examination papers, had an unfair advantage, because their professors inevitably made sure the material relating to the examination questions was thoroughly covered in their classes. Although he felt unfairly handicapped in the competitive examination system, he still received second class honours in his first arts examination. As a result, he got a three-year scholarship from the Royal University.


While studying for his degree he was particularly active in the college’s debating society, where he displayed a distinctly conservative outlook. He contended, for instance, that ‘the old monastic form’ of distributing ‘charity to the poor was preferable to the modern state social services’. In view of the excesses of the French Revolution, he argued, constitutional monarchy was preferable to republicanism, and he even expressed reservations about democracy. ‘There is,’ he wrote, ‘no rule so tyrannical as that of them all.’


His conservatism was further apparent in his attitude to the Gaelic renaissance that was sweeping intellectual circles at the time. Although it seemed to herald a new era, de Valera was slow to show any interest. He shied away from involvement in things Gaelic, despite the presence at Blackrock of enthusiasts like Ó Conaire and Michael Cusack, one of the driving forces of the Gaelic Athletic Association (GAA), who was a teacher there. Maybe his reticence had something to do with his love of rugby, which was condemned as a foreign game by the rather xenophobic Gaelic enthusiasts.


During his second year of university study there was a noticeable softening of his conservatism. In presenting a paper to the debating society on the question of establishing a national university — one of the more hotly debated issues of the period — he candidly admitted having modified some of his views in the course of researching the lengthy paper.


‘Is it that the problem is too hard for English statesmen to solve?’ he asked on that night in February 1903. ‘They pretend they can legislate for us better than we could for ourselves. And yet if we had but a free Parliament in College Green for the space of one single hour, this vexing question would be put to rest for ever. It seems, indeed, that Englishmen, even the most liberal amongst them, with one or two notable exceptions, have never been able to understand the needs of Ireland properly.’ Here were set the seeds which later blossomed into his ardent nationalism.


In autumn of that year he got a job as a mathematics teacher at Rockwell College, run by the Holy Ghost Fathers just outside Cashel, County Tipperary. After five years in Dublin he was returning south as a young man on the verge of his twenty-first birthday, free for the first time in his life from the confines of home and the restrictive atmosphere of student life at Blackrock. He enjoyed his new-found freedom and often referred to his two years at Rockwell College as the happiest period of his life.


Earning a regular salary for the first time, he was able to socialise in a way that he had never been able to afford before, even if the opportunities had presented themselves. He enjoyed the social life, and became particularly active in the local rugby club, which boasted two members of Ireland’s Triple Crown winning side of three years earlier. Playing in the demanding position of full back on the first team, which reached the final of the Munster Senior Cup, de Valera was rated good enough to be considered for a place on the provincial team. Yet, as often happens, he would be better remembered for a ball he dropped than for any of his accomplishments on the field.


In 1903 de Valera was literally tall, dark, and handsome. With his sallow complexion and distinctive features, he was fancied by many of the local girls, especially the daughter of the owner of the hotel frequented by the rugby players, but he shied away from her. He was deliberately avoiding amorous entanglements because he still harboured notions of entering the priesthood.


He got on well with both the clerical and lay teaching staff at Rockwell and it was one of his teaching colleagues who first contracted his name to ‘Dev’. He was liked by his pupils, partly because he was not a very demanding taskmaster. He was apparently so enthusiastic about his subjects that he expected the students to be likewise and failed to notice those who were indifferent.


In the midst of his duties at Rockwell coupled with his new-found freedom, his own studies suffered. At the end of the school year he returned to spend three months at Blackrock College, cramming for his final arts examination at the Royal University. As he awaited the results he went on a religious retreat to determine for once and for all whether he had a vocation for the priesthood. When he tried to talk about it to one of the Jesuit priests giving the retreat, the priest was more interested in other matters.


‘But what about my vocation?’ de Valera asked impatiently.


‘Oh! your vocation,’ the priest replied. ‘You have what is known as an incipient vocation.’


‘If that is all I have after all those years,’ de Valera said, ‘it is time I forgot about it.’


He graduated from the Royal University with only a pass degree, which was a great disappointment to him. He returned to Rockwell for another year before deciding to move back to Dublin, where he hoped to continue his studies. It was a hasty, ill-considered decision. He had considerable difficulty finding a new job; at one point, in desperation, he crossed the Irish Sea for an interview in Liverpool before eventually obtaining a temporary post at Belvedere College, Dublin. In the following years he depended on a series of temporary and part-time teaching positions at various colleges around the city.


For most of the first three years following his return to Dublin he lived within the confines of Blackrock College, which was unprecedented because he was neither enrolled as a student nor working as a member of the staff. He played rugby with the seconds team, which reached a cup final in 1908. Some people were never to forget his role in that game. Fancying himself as a place-kicker, he insisted on taking all the penalty kicks, which he duly missed, with the result that he was blamed for losing the game. In later years some people would remember the game as a manifestation of a trait to hog the limelight without regard to the cost to his own team.


In late 1908 de Valera finally moved out of Blackrock College, and his love of rugby was gradually replaced by a developing passion to learn Gaelic. His initial motivation was professional or mercenary. He had ambitions of lecturing at the National University, which was about to be set up. As Gaelic was likely to be made an entrance requirement, he decided to join the Gaelic League and soon became enthralled with the language. He changed his first name to its Gaelic equivalent, Éamon, and even sought to Gaelicise his Spanish surname by spelling it Bhailéra for a time.


One of his instructors was a primary-school teacher, Sinéad Flanagan. She was already in her thirties and it has been suggested de Valera became infatuated with her because, as his first woman teacher, she provided the mother-figure he had always lacked. Whatever the case, he followed her to Tourmakeady, County Mayo, where she was teaching at the Irish summer school, and a romance blossomed. They were married on 8 January 1910. Although they quickly started a family, he was never much of a family man, which was hardly surprising in view of his own family background. He became so involved in other matters that he had little time for his family. In the coming years he would be preoccupied with the Gaelic League, then the Irish Volunteers, and later with politics.


He was elected to the executive committee of his branch of the Gaelic League in 1910, and he was a branch delegate at the organisation’s national convention the following summer. At that convention he ran for election to the national executive, but was unsuccessful. His reaction to his defeat betrayed a certain immaturity as well as a degree of vanity. He thought he had failed to win one of the fifty seats on the national executive because Sinn Féin, the radical nationalist political party, had somehow orchestrated the whole election as if it was just out to defeat him, rather than elect its own people. Actually it was not Sinn Féin at all but the more militant Irish Republican Brotherhood (IRB), a secret, oath-bound society dedicated to the establishment of an Irish republic, which had sought to orchestrate the election, as part of its policy of gaining control of all nationalist organisations by secretly permeating their executive bodies with IRB members.


The Gaelic League professed to be non-political and its president, Douglas Hyde, strove to keep the organisation out of party politics, but it was nevertheless highly politicised, with deep internal divisions. Conservatives like Hyde tended to support the more moderate nationalistic aims of the Irish Parliamentary Party (IPP), while so-called progressives like Thomas Ashe publicly identified with Sinn Féin and secretly worked for the IRB.


In 1912 de Valera was appointed a part-time temporary professor of mathematics at St Patrick’s College, Maynooth, where courses were confined to the Roman Catholic clergy and students for the priesthood. While there he extended his already wide contacts with priests, many of whom were destined to become influential figures, both in Ireland and abroad. The college president, Daniel Mannix, who offered de Valera the teaching post, soon emigrated and became the Cardinal Primate of Australia, while another member of the staff, Joseph MacRory, was to become the Cardinal Primate of Ireland towards the end of the following decade. Such contacts were to prove very useful to de Valera during his subsequent political career.


Meanwhile the divisions within the Gaelic League came to a head at the organisation’s national convention in Galway in July 1913. Hyde denounced Ashe and five of his comrades as ‘disrupters’ and tried to purge them from the leadership of the organisation by calling for their defeat and seeking to limit the size of the national executive to twenty-five members. Ashe countered by proposing a thirty-five-strong executive, while de Valera, who was generally regarded as being in neither camp, played the role of peacemaker by successfully suggesting the two sides split the difference and agree to a thirty-member executive. In the subsequent election, five of the six whom Hyde had tried to purge lost their seats. Only Ashe hung on. It looked like Hyde had routed his critics, but behind the scenes he had really lost out, because almost two-thirds of the new executive were secretly backed by the IRB, which effectively took control of the Gaelic League. Following his own election defeat, de Valera’s involvement waned and he began to focus his energies elsewhere.


One of his branch colleagues in the Gaelic League had been Eoin MacNeill, who had been responsible for calling the meeting at the Rotunda at which the organisation was established in 1893. Now, twenty years later, writing in the Gaelic League’s official organ, An Claidheamh Soluis, he called for the formation of a nationalist force to counteract the influence of the Ulster Volunteer Force (UVF), set up in the north-east of the island to resist the introduction of Home Rule. A public meeting was arranged for 25 November 1913 at the Rotunda.


Believing the British government would not implement Home Rule unless there was also a show of force from Irish nationalists to counter the UVF, de Valera attended the Rotunda meeting and enlisted in the Irish Volunteer Force which was established that night. The gathering was made up largely of members of the Gaelic League, GAA, Sinn Féin and the IRB. Though de Valera was comparatively unknown outside Gaelic League circles, he rose quickly within the ranks of the Irish Volunteers. When a new company was set up in the Donnybrook area of Dublin, he was elected captain, and he took charge of his men during the landing of arms at Howth the following summer.


Bolstered by the morale-building success of the Howth gunrunning, the Irish Volunteers expanded rapidly, especially after John Redmond, the leader of the IPP, threw his political weight behind the force. The Home Rule Bill for Ireland was duly passed at Westminster, but in deference to the threat posed by the UVF, its implementation was postponed until after the First World War, which began in August 1914.


When Redmond called on the Irish Volunteers to come to the defence of the British empire, the force split, with the overwhelming majority supporting his call. Had Home Rule been implemented at the time, de Valera later said, he would probably have joined those who went to fight for the rights of small nations. But, under the circumstances, with Westminster vacillating in the face of unionist intransigence, he felt the Irish Volunteers would eventually be needed at home to insist on the implementation of Home Rule.


A meeting of the Donnybrook company of the Irish Volunteers was held on 28 September 1914 to discuss the situation created by Redmond’s call to arms. Unwilling to heed the call, de Valera walked out of the meeting and was joined by a majority of his men. ‘You will need us before you get Home Rule,’ was his departing cry.


Although a majority of the company walked out, it was hardly right to say they followed de Valera. Most of those men would probably not have joined in the first place if they had not been carried away by the enthusiasm which greeted the formation of the force. They had obviously joined without considering the ultimate implications of their actions. Now they seized on the opportunity to extricate themselves by leaving with de Valera, but when he then tried to reorganise the company, only seven of the men were interested.


As one of the few remaining officers, de Valera found himself in a more prominent position when the Irish Volunteers began to reorganise, largely at the instigation of the IRB, which planned to stage a rebellion in the hope of establishing an independent Irish republic while Britain was preoccupied with fighting the Great War. Although de Valera was unaware of these plans at the time, he enthusiastically involved himself in the reorganisation and quickly came to the notice of the leadership.
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Michael Collins was born, the youngest of eight children, on the night of 16 October 1890 near the tiny County Cork hamlet of Sam’s Cross, where his father had a sixty-acre farm. ‘Well do I remember the night,’ his sister Helena wrote some eighty years later. She was seven years old at the time. ‘Mother came round to the three youngest Pat (6), Katie (4) and myself, to see us safely landed in bed. Next morning we were thrilled to hear we had a baby brother found under the proverbial head of cabbage.’


It was a background that contrasted greatly with that of de Valera. ‘We were a very happy family even though we lived under very primitive conditions in the old house, where we all were born,’ Helena Collins recalled. Michael had a very normal childhood, though being the youngest of such a large family he tended to be rather spoiled.


Michael John Collins, his father, was somewhat aloof from his children. His wife Mary Anne looked after their needs, but he had a particular fondness for his namesake. He would frequently bring Michael on his rounds of the farm. At other times the boy’s older sisters were charged with looking after him — a duty they relished. ‘We thought he had been invented for our own special edification,’ his sister, Johanna, or Hannie as she was called, would recall many years later.


In addition to the eight children it was a home in which there were always a number of aunts and uncles to be found. Michael’s father was born in 1815, the youngest of six boys. He lived throughout his life at Woodfield, the farm where he was born. He was believed to have been the sixth generation of the family born there. In 1875, at the age of fifty-nine, he married his god-daughter, Mary Anne O’Brien.


It was a made match. Michael John was living with his three older bachelor brothers and they needed a housekeeper. Mary Anne was twenty-three at the time. She was the eldest daughter of a family of ten. Her father, James O’Brien from Sam’s Cross, was killed in an accident in which her mother was seriously injured. As a result Mary Anne and her older brother, Danny, had to take responsibility for the large family at an early age, and she became like a second mother to the younger members of her family. Hence after she married, the Collins home was like a second home to Mary Anne’s younger brothers and sisters.


The family usually gathered in the kitchen at night. This was the age before rural electricity, radio, or television, so they had to make their own entertainment. Discussions would invariably take on a patriotic slant, with nationalistic songs or poems figuring prominently. Mary Anne’s brother, Danny, would sing rebel ballads, and her mother, Johanna O’Brien, who lived until 1916, would tell of seeing victims of the Great Famine dying by the roadside a half a century earlier. West Cork was, in fact, one of the areas most severely hit by the Famine.


Such stories would have formed some of Michael’s earliest memories. At the age of four he began his formal education at Lisavaird National School. ‘The boys were on one side and the girls on the other side of a semidetached building,’ Helena recalled. ‘Both heads were strict disciplinarians. Miss Ellen Collins, a [first] cousin of ours, was head of the Girls’ School and Mr Denis Lyons of the Boys’. We had no intercourse with each other; we might have been miles apart.’


People would later remember that Michael Collins took a particular delight in listening to old people reminiscing. ‘Great age held something for me that was awesome,’ he told an American journalist. ‘I was much fonder of old people in the darkness than of young people in the daylight.’


The attachment to old people undoubtedly had something to do with his early memories of the family gatherings in the dimly lit kitchen and the fact that his father was already seventy-five years old when Michael was born. He never forgot an incident that happened when he was with his father on the farm one day. They were out in the fields and his father was standing on a stone wall, from which he dislodged a stone accidentally. Michael remembered looking at the stone as it came towards him, but he figured that it would not hurt him because his father had dislodged it and the boy obviously revered his father.


‘Would you believe it?’ his father would say. ‘There he was, barefooted, and the stone rolling down on him, and him never so much as looking at it! And when I got the thing off his foot and asked him why he had stood there and let it hit him, what do you think he replied? He told me “’Twas you who sent it down!”’


In December 1896, when Michael was six, his father had a heart attack from which he never fully recovered. He lingered on for a couple of months, but never went out again. ‘Our darling Papa died on 7 March 1897,’ Helena recalled. ‘Mamma called us all at about 10 p.m. and we all got round the bed. Papa, who was quite conscious, spoke: “Mind that child,” he said, pointing to Michael. “He’ll be a great man yet, and will do great things for Ireland.”’ He added that ‘Nellie’, his pet name for Helena, ‘will be a nun’.


One can easily imagine the kind of influence that such an incident would have on a child, especially at such an impressionable age. Helena duly entered a Sisters of Mercy convent and spent the rest of her life as a nun.


In view of her own family background in helping to bring up her own brothers and sisters, Mary Anne Collins was probably better prepared than most other people to cope with the trials of being widowed with a young family. At eighteen, Johnny Collins was the oldest of the boys, and he took over the running of the farm.


The headmaster, Denis Lyons, who was a member of the IRB, had a great influence on Michael’s developing sense of nationalism. Lyons and the local blacksmith, James Santry, whose forge was across the road from the school, regaled young Collins with stories of past Irish rebellions. In his mid-twenties Michael would recall their formative influence.


‘In Denis Lyons and James Santry I had my first tutors capable of — because of their personalities alone — infusing into me a pride of the Irish as a race,’ he wrote to a cousin. ‘Other men may have helped me along the searching path to a political goal, I may have worked hard myself in the long search, nevertheless, Denis Lyons and James Santry remain to me as my first stalwarts. In Denis Lyons, especially his manner, although seemingly hiding what meant most to him, had this pride of Irishness which has always meant most to me.’


When Lyons and Santry talked of the events of the nineteenth century, the Great Famine, the Young Ireland rebellion, and the trauma of the 1870s and 1880s, they were talking about times through which Michael’s father and uncles had lived. His paternal grandparents went back well into the eighteenth century. Indeed one of his father’s brothers had been old enough to remember the rebellion of 1798. Michael’s paternal grandmother’s brother, Teigh O’Sullivan, had been a professor of Greek at the University of Louvain and had acted as an emissary for Wolfe Tone, who was regarded as the father of Irish republicanism. It was therefore understandable that young Michael should show a great interest in the history of the past century.


Lyons detected ‘a certain restlessness in temperament’. He described the boy as ‘exceptionally intelligent in observation and at figures’. In one school report he noted that Michael was ‘a good reader’ and added that he ‘displays more than a normal interest in things appertaining to the welfare of his country. A youthful, but nevertheless striking, interest in politics.’


The way in which Michael was developing could be seen in some of his early writing, even before he was a teenager. In one school essay he described the IPP as ‘chains around Irish necks’. His early political idol was Arthur Griffith. ‘In Arthur Griffith there is a mighty force afoot in Ireland,’ Collins wrote in 1902. ‘He has none of the wildness of some I could name. Instead there is an abundance of wisdom and an awareness of things which ARE Ireland.’


After finishing Lisavaird National School, Michael went on to school in Clonakilty to prepare for the civil service entrance examination. During the school-week he lived with his eldest sister, Margaret O’Driscoll. Her husband owned a local newspaper, and Michael helped out with the reporting, usually on hurling or football matches. While there he learned to type.


During those early days his best friend was Jack Hurley, whose sister married Michael’s brother, Johnny, and so established an in-law relationship with the Collins family. The two boys were inseparable and often stayed the night at each other’s home.


Collins went to London to take up a job with the Post Office Savings Bank in July 1906. There was little prospect for him in west Cork, and emigration was natural for an ambitious boy of his age. His sister Hannie was already in the civil service in London, and they lived together at 5 Netherwood Place, West Kensington. ‘I had Irish friends in London before I arrived, and in the intervening years I had made many more friends among Irish residents in London,’ he recalled later. ‘For the most part we lived lives apart. We chose to consider ourselves outposts of our nation.’


One of those friends was his boyhood pal, Jack Hurley, who had emigrated some months earlier. Hurley’s presence undoubtedly eased the transition to life in London, but Collins retained a rather romantic view of Ireland. ‘I stand for an Irish civilisation based on the people and embodying and maintaining the things — their habits, ways of thought, customs — that make them different — the sort of life I was brought up in,’ he wrote. As a result he and his friends never really integrated into British society, and never wanted to. ‘We were proud of isolation,’ he said, ‘and we maintained it to the end.’


‘Once,’ he explained some years later, ‘a crowd of us were going along the Shepherd’s Bush Road when out of a lane came a chap with a donkey — just the sort of donkey and just the sort of cart they have at home. He came out quite suddenly and abruptly and we all cheered him. Nobody who has not been an exile will understand me, but I stand for that.’


During the nine and a half formative years Collins spent in London he took a very active part in the Irish life of the city. He helped raise money when Arthur Griffith’s new party, Sinn Féin, ran a candidate in a parliamentary by-election in North Leitrim in early 1908. The candidate, C. J. Dolan, who had resigned his own seat in order to recontest it on a Sinn Féin ticket, was defeated. Party supporters tried to put the gloss of moral victory on what was really a devastating defeat from which the party did not recover for many years.


Collins remained active in the party for some time and prepared a number of formal talks for party meetings. Two that were especially memorable concerned ‘The Political Role of the Catholic Church in Ireland’ and his assessment of ‘The Irish Famine of 1847’. Like many young Irishmen, he went through an anti-clerical phase during his adolescent years, and his paper on the Catholic Church raised some eyebrows when he called for the extermination of the clergy.


His paper on the Famine was equally volatile. He blamed the British for deliberately orchestrating the Great Famine ‘to get rid of the surplus Irish by some means, fair or foul’. He also complained that Queen Victoria had only contributed £5 to famine relief. In fact, she personally donated £500, which was probably the largest single subscription made by anybody, but Collins and all too many of his fellow countrymen swallowed the old canard. ‘We may forgive and forget many things,’ Collins added sarcastically, ‘but it would pass even Irish ingratitude to forget this £5.’


He talked about following the example of revolutionaries who gained a national parliament for Finland after murdering the Russian Governor-General, Nicholai Bobrikov, in 1904. The murder had consequences that were like a ‘fairy tale’, according to Collins. The Russian Tsar, fearing revolution, agreed to free elections and the establishment of a national parliament in Finland, based on proportional representation and universal adult suffrage. Women were given the vote for the first time in Europe. Even though that freedom did not last long, the fact that it happened at all was enough to encourage Collins.


‘As a rule I hate morals and hate moralists still more,’ Collins exclaimed in another prepared speech. He warmly approved of the actions of the Irish rebels who assassinated the Chief Secretary and his Under-Secretary in the Phoenix Park in 1882 and he condemned ‘the foolish Irish apologists’ who were critical of them. ‘I do not defend the murder simply as such,’ he continued. ‘I merely applaud it on the ground of expedience.’ The Finns had helped themselves by aligning with Russian revolutionaries. ‘May not we also find it beneficial to allow our best to be helped by the English revolutionists?’ Collins asked.


During 1907 and 1908 he attended evening classes at King’s College, London. Many of the essays that he wrote there have survived and they give an insight into his adolescent thinking. Presence of mind was probably the single characteristic which most distinguished him under pressure in the coming years, and as a teenager he actually wrote an essay on the subject at King’s College. Quick thinking was ‘one of the most valuable qualities as well as one of the least common’, he wrote. ‘To know what to do at a crisis we must, if we have an opportunity to, learn up thoroughly the matter before-hand, and by practising this in trivial things we will beget a habit of ready resource in untried or un-foreseen circumstances.’


‘History and tradition are rich in instances demonstrating the value of presence of mind,’ Collins continued. ‘All great commanders have been famed for their coolness in the hour of danger, which perhaps contributed more largely to their success than their actual courage. . . . Real valour consists not in being insensible to danger, but in being prompt to confront and disarm it.’ His own illustrious career was a testament to the validity of his youthful assessment.


Collins was particularly active in the GAA in London. He enjoyed playing hurling with the Geraldines Club. He usually played at either wing back or centrefield. Opponents remembered him as an effective though not very polished player. He had a particularly short temper which often got the better of him, and he was a very poor loser. He liked to have things his own way, which did not endear him to many of his contemporaries. He faced keen competition when, at the age of seventeen, he made a successful bid for the post of secretary of the Geraldines Club.


The club minutes, which have been preserved in the National Library, show him to have been a committed and enthusiastic member, with an intense nationalistic outlook. He insisted that the club purchase all jerseys and medals from Dublin firms, and he demonstrated his commitment by getting the club to drop the practice of paying the expenses of the club’s delegates to GAA conventions. But, of course, he expected the same kind of dedication from others.


He was a stickler when it came to club finances. In his first formal report, he complained that the treasurer had misappropriated some of the club’s money for a time. As a result the club nearly lost its playing pitch. ‘Eventually,’ Collins continued, ‘we got him to disgorge’, which has a rather painful connotation to it. Collins persuaded the meeting to expel the individual ‘as an undesirable and untrustworthy member’.


His initial secretary’s report betrayed all the brashness and candid realism that were so much a part of his character. ‘Our internal troubles were saddening,’ he explained, ‘but our efforts in football and hurling were perfectly heartbreaking. In no single contest have our colours been crowned with success. In hurling we haven’t even the consolation of a creditable performance.’


While club secretary Collins vociferously supported the ban on members of the GAA taking part in ‘foreign games’ like rugby or soccer, even though many young Irishmen in England were anxious to play soccer. He also resented Irish athletes competing for the United Kingdom in international events. He took exception in 1913, for example, when the controlling body of the London GAA reinstated four Irishmen who had competed on the United Kingdom’s team at the Olympic Games in 1912. As far as he was concerned, sport was both a recreation and a political weapon.


Ever since Ireland became a part of the United Kingdom in 1801 Irish people had tended to look to London for leadership in political, economic, and recreational matters, but Collins believed the GAA, founded in 1884, had begun to reverse this trend by reminding Irish people of their separate nationality. ‘It provided and restored national games as an alternative to the slavish adoption of English sport,’ he contended. The most significant development of all was the foundation of the Gaelic League in 1893. ‘It checked the peaceful penetration and once and for all turned the minds of the Irish people back to their own country,’ Collins wrote. ‘It did more than any other movement to restore the national pride, honour, and self-respect.’


Both of Michael’s parents were native Gaelic speakers, but they associated the Irish language with the economic backwardness of Gaeltacht areas, so they spoke only English to their children. They spoke Irish to each other when they did not wish the children to understand them. Michael started to learn Gaelic on a number of occasions after leaving home but other events inevitably dominated his time.


He was busy with his work, his study, and his political and sporting activities. He was particularly friendly with fellow Cork immigrants like Jack Hurley and Joe O’Reilly, whom he met in London. Hurley was still his closest friend. ‘We think the same way in Irish matters,’ Collins wrote. ‘At worst he is a boon companion, at best there is no one else I would have as a friend.’


Unlike most of his contemporaries, Collins reportedly showed little interest in the opposite sex at this stage of his life. ‘The society of girls had apparently no attraction for him,’ according to Piaras Béaslaí. ‘He preferred the company of young men, and never paid any attention to the girls belonging to the [Gaelic League] Branch, not even to the sisters and friends of his male companions.’ Béaslaí, the only biographer of Collins who could claim to have been more than a passing acquaintance, noted that ‘the usual philanderings and flirtations of young men of his age had little interest or attraction for him, though he sometimes amused himself by chaffing his young friends over their weaknesses in that direction’.


Maybe this teasing of friends prompted him to cover up a relationship that he had been conducting across the water with Susan Killeen, a girl he had met in London. His frequent correspondence with her in Dublin certainly bespoke an affectionate relationship, but it would be many years before the letters of that discreet relationship would come to light. In the interim the image of Mick the misogynist would take root.


Some people — who never knew Collins — would later suggest that he may have been homosexual. It was all pure speculation, based largely on the portraits of his earlier biographers, Béaslaí and Frank O’Connor, though neither author ever suggested it.


O’Connor relied heavily on Joe O’Reilly for his portrait, which showed Collins as a contradictory conglomeration of various characteristics — a buoyant, warm-hearted, fun-loving individual with a thoughtful, generous nature, but also a thoughtless, selfish, ill-mannered bully. While other young men went looking for sex, he was more inclined to go looking for ‘a piece of ear’. He would burst into a room, jump on a colleague and wrestle him to the floor, and then begin biting the unfortunate friend’s ear until the other fellow surrendered, often with blood streaming from his ear. It was certainly the portrait of a rather strange fellow. Yet as a working young man, deeply involved in furthering his education and very active in sport and politics, it would not have been surprising if Collins was in no hurry to form an amorous attachment. After all, his father was nearly sixty years old when he married, and Michael would not be that age until 1950.


Through his involvement in the GAA he met Sam Maguire, a fellow Corkman working for the Post Office. It was Maguire who persuaded Collins to join the IRB in 1909. Ever since the Sinn Féin defeat in the Leitrim by-election, Collins had been losing faith in the non-violence approach advocated by the party. He began to believe that only physical force would provide the solution to the Irish question.


Collins concluded that lack of organisation ‘was chiefly responsible for the failure of several risings’ in the past, and it was as an organiser that he would make his name in the coming years. ‘A force organised on practical lines and headed by realists,’ he wrote, ‘would be of great consequence. Whereas a force organised on theoretical lines and headed by idealists would, I think, be a very doubtful factor.’ His own organisational ability was recognised with his appointment as treasure of the south of England district of the IRB.


In 1910 Collins quit the Post Office Savings Bank to work for a stockbroker, but after the outbreak of the Great War in 1914 he moved back into the civil service to work as a labour exchange clerk in Whitehall. He did not want to fight in the British army, but neither did he want ‘the murky honour of being a conscientious objector’, so he considered emigrating to the United States. For some time his brother, Patrick, who was already in America, had been encouraging Michael to cross the Atlantic. It was apparently with that ultimate aim in mind that Michael had secured a job in London with an American firm, the Guarantee Trust Company of New York, in July 1913.


Having worked in England for so long, Collins became liable to conscription in early 1916. In order to avoid the draft he returned to Ireland, where the IRB was planning a rebellion, using the Irish Volunteer Force in which Collins had been enrolled by his friend Jack Hurley in April 1914. On handing in his notice he told his employers he was going ‘to join up’. They naturally assumed he was joining the British army to fight on the continent, but he was going home to fight the British in Ireland.


His sister Hannie later said she tried to persuade him to have nothing to do with the planned rising. ‘They’ll let you down, Michael,’ she warned. ‘They’ll let you down.’ But, of course, he was not deterred. He left London for Ireland on 15 January 1916.
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Easter Rebellion


In March 1915 de Valera was promoted to the rank of commandant in the Irish Volunteers. As he was not in the IRB, which secretly controlled the Volunteers and usually ensured the appointment of its own members to top posts, his promotion was a testimony to his organisational ability. Before informing him of the promotion, however, the IRB leader, Patrick Pearse, satisfied himself about de Valera’s likely attitude to the planned uprising. Posing a supposedly hypothetical question, Pearse asked how de Valera would react in the event that the leadership of the Volunteers decided to stage a rebellion. De Valera replied he would follow orders. This was good enough for Pearse, who promptly informed him of his promotion.


Two days later de Valera was invited to a meeting chaired by Pearse at which plans for a rising in September 1915 were discussed. The plans called for the seizure of the centre of Dublin, which the Volunteers would then try to hold. Various battalions were assigned to defend the city against Crown forces stationed in the different barracks on the outskirts. As commandant of the 3rd Battalion, de Valera was to repel troops from Beggar’s Bush Barracks.


Although the rising was postponed for several months, his ultimate role remained the same, and he familiarised himself thoroughly with the southeast section of the city that he had been assigned to defend. His enthusiasm was rewarded with his appointment as adjutant of the Dublin Brigade under Thomas MacDonagh. In his new post de Valera soon realised that some of his subordinates knew more about what was going on than himself. He complained to MacDonagh, who explained that those men were members of the IRB. They were privy to secrets he could not be told unless he was prepared to take the organisation’s oath of secrecy.


De Valera hesitated. Not only was he uneasy because the Catholic Church disapproved of secret societies, but he was also afraid that IRB membership might compromise his position within the Volunteers. What would he do, for instance, in the event of conflicting orders from his superiors in the IRB and Irish Volunteers? Assured by MacDonagh that there would be no real conflict of interest because the IRB secretly controlled the Volunteers, de Valera took the oath, but made it clear from the outset that he would not attend IRB meetings. In short, he would keep its secrets but had no intention of being an IRB activist.
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Meanwhile Collins was very active within the IRB. He was assigned as an aide to Joseph Mary Plunkett, the chief military strategist of the rebellion. A slender, pale, sickly young man with absolutely no military experience, what Plunkett knew about military strategy had been gleaned from books or from his own fertile imagination. He was a poet with a romantic vision and a desperate need to leave his mark on a world in which he was not destined to stay very long. He was already dying of tuberculosis.


While looking for a job in Dublin, Collins got a temporary part-time position as a financial adviser to Plunkett’s sister, Geraldine, who still lived with her parents at Larkfield in Kimmage. Some fifty of the London-Irish Volunteers were staying on their grounds, making up what Pearse would call a standing army.


At night many of the men would gather at Constance Markievicz’s home on the north side of the city, in Surrey House. It was not a mansion as the name suggested, but a small red-brick building in a row of suburban houses at 49B Surrey Road, Raheny.


‘Crowds used to gather into it at night,’ Frank Kelly recalled. ‘We had tea in the kitchen; a long table with Madame cutting up slices of brack about an inch thick, and handing them around. The bread was eaten as quick as she could cut it. She had lovely furniture and splendid pictures. We used to go into the sitting-room and someone would sit at the piano and there would be great singing and cheering and rough amusements. She had lifted her lovely drawing-room carpet but left the pictures on the walls and on the bare boards there was stamping of feet.’


Kelly remembered Collins there one night reciting Robert Emmet’s speech from the dock at the top of his voice. Emmet had tried to stage a rebellion in 1803 but the whole thing went disastrously awry. He was arrested and tried but entered no defence, with the result that the jury convicted him without even retiring to consider a verdict. When Emmet was asked if he had anything to say before the judge passed sentence, he responded with a long eloquent speech from the dock.


‘I have but one request to make at my departure from this world: it is the charity of its silence,’ Emmet said. One can easily imagine Collins as he delivered the famous concluding words of the speech with gusto: ‘Let me rest in obscurity and peace, and my tomb remain uninscribed and my memory in oblivion until other men can do justice to my character. When my country takes her place among the nations of the earth, then and not till then, let my epitaph be written.’


As Easter approached Collins was particularly busy. He rushed about Larkfield and was unusually irritable, according to Joe Good, one of those who had returned from London around the same time. The London-Irish Volunteers were frequently called ‘the refugees’ or Count George Plunkett’s ‘lambs’. Collins arrived one day while they were in high spirits, making grenades. ‘Mick spoke roughly to one of the “lambs” who was slotting screws, suggesting he was not working hard enough, and passed generally abusive remarks,’ Good recalled. ‘I suggested Mick should show us how to work faster, put a three-cornered file in his hand and gave him a bolt-head to slot. He proceeded to show us how and a crowd gathered about him. Of course the file slipped on the round bolt-head.’


‘Do you think this way might be right, Mick?’ Good asked, having already put half a dozen bolts in a vice. He then ran a hacksaw across the bolts and slotted the six at once. ‘The “lambs” roared with laughter and Mick, swearing at us, went up the stairs to George Plunkett, followed by a gibing chorus of “The birds of the air fell a sighing and a sobbing when they heard of the death of poor Mick Collins . . .”’
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The story of the Easter Rebellion has already been told so often that there is no need to go into detail here. De Valera had little to do with overall policy, which was decided by IRB leaders like Pearse, MacDonagh, and Thomas Clarke. The operation was timed to begin on Easter Sunday, when the combined forces of the Irish Volunteers and Irish Citizen Army would seize Dublin as well as other selected areas and set up a provisional government. Germany had promised arms, and these were to be landed at Fenit, near Tralee, that day.


De Valera had only learned on the Wednesday that the rising was to begin on Sunday. But the plans were thrown awry by a sequence of unforeseen events.


Eoin MacNeill, chief of staff of the Volunteers, learned of the plans on the Thursday and threatened to call the whole thing off, but IRB leaders persuaded him to wait; they convinced him that the British intended to round up the Volunteers and they explained that Roger Casement had made arrangements for German help. On Saturday, however, came news that Casement had been arrested near Tralee and the arms ship had been scuttled. The game was up as far as MacNeill was concerned. He ordered that the rising be called off and, to ensure his order reached all units, he inserted a notice in the Sunday Independent announcing the cancellation of all manoeuvres planned for the weekend.


De Valera had already said goodbye to his wife and four children on Good Friday. ‘I know you will not think it was selfish or callous indifference or senseless optimism that made me so calm when I was about to offer up you and the children as a sacrifice,’ he wrote to his wife in recalling the moment afterwards. ‘When I stooped over to give you that parting kiss you would know that though I gave it as lightly as if we were to meet again in the morning it was simply to save you, to give you some sixteen hours of respite; for in my heart I believed it was the last kiss I would give you on earth.’


‘We’ll be all right,’ he told one of his captains, Joseph O’Connor, next day. ‘It’s the women who will suffer. The worst they can do to us is kill us, but the women will have to remain behind to rear the children.’


De Valera briefed his officers in detail that Saturday night. ‘He was able to tell each company captain where he would enter on to his area and what he would find to his advantage or disadvantage when he got there,’ O’Connor noted afterwards. ‘He was able to discuss every detail, even to the places where it would be possible to procure an alternative water supply, where we could find tools for such things as loopholing walls and making communications.’


O’Connor said he could not remember a query that de Valera could not answer. Of course that was on Saturday night; everything changed when de Valera ended up with only about a quarter of the men he expected to have under his command when the rising began.


He was perplexed when he read the notice in the Sunday Independent over MacNeill’s name, cancelling all operations for the weekend. Shortly afterwards he received a handwritten order from MacNeill confirming the cancellation, which was subsequently confirmed by MacDonagh, but the latter advised him to expect further orders.


The six main IRB leaders met along with James Connolly, the labour organiser, and decided to reset the date of the rebellion for the following morning, thereby catching not only the British but also most of the Volunteers by surprise. The whole operation was reset at such short notice that there was confusion in the ranks.


On the eve of the rising William J. Brennan-Whitmore was assigned to help Joseph Mary Plunkett and arrived at a nursing home in Mountjoy Square to find him being assisted by Collins, whom Plunkett introduced as his aide-de-camp. ‘I can’t say that, at that time, I was much impressed with Collins,’ Brennan-Whitmore later wrote. ‘He appeared to be silent to the point of surliness, and he gave my hand a bone-creaking squeeze without saying a single word.’


The two of them helped Plunkett from the nursing home and brought him to the Metropole Hotel, where he had a suite. Collins helped Plunkett to dress again next morning and then went out to Kimmage to join the London contingent. Dressed in his staff captain’s uniform, Collins looked smart, especially in comparison to the others, clad in ill-fitting military outfits which were an assortment of different shades of green that were anything but uniform. He was not impressed with them and flushed with anger when they — irritated by his smug air of self-importance — retaliated by sniggering at his appearance.


Around eleven o’clock the contingent boarded a tram for the city centre at Harold’s Cross; they were a rather motley bunch, some with bandoleers, rifles, and pistols, and others with pickaxes, sledgehammers and shovels. A woman passenger was upset at being prodded by the rifle of one heavily laden man who insisted on sitting down beside her without removing any of his equipment. ‘Fifty-seven two-penny fares, and don’t stop until we reach O’Connell Bridge,’ the officer told the conductor as he handed over the exact money. One of the Volunteers sat down with his rifle casually pointed at the head of the driver, who ignored the pleas of passengers wishing to alight as he raced by their stops on the way to the city centre.


There was an air of farce about the proceedings as the men formed up outside Liberty Hall. It was hard to believe that the stout, scholarly Pearse was a revolutionary leader. He was flabby from a sedentary life and spoke slowly, with a carefully measured cadence, as he struggled to overcome a habitual stutter. He was about to take his place at the head of the group when he was embarrassed by one of his sisters.


‘Come home, Patrick, and leave all this foolishness!’ she pleaded. Pearse blushed with embarrassment, and the men around him shuffled nervously.


‘Form Four,’ the pot-bellied Connolly shouted. With his bandy legs, he began the proceedings as he ordered the men to march off, giving Pearse the excuse to brush past his sister to the head of the group marching off towards Sackville (now O’Connell) Street.


Plunkett, Connolly and Pearse formed the first line, with more than three hundred men marching four abreast behind them. Brennan-Whitmore was on the extreme left of the first full line, with Collins on his immediate inside. It was a holiday and the streets were relatively quiet. Onlookers, used to such parades, did not realise anything unusual was happening until the men reached the General Post Office (GPO) and Connolly gave the order to charge the building.


The staff and customers were ordered out unceremoniously. Some left reluctantly, muttering in resentment as they were hustled out the door. Lieutenant Chambers of the Royal Fusiliers was sending a telegram to his wife when the men charged in, and Plunkett ordered that he be taken prisoner. Collins went into a telephone booth and yanked out the flex, which he used to tie up the unfortunate officer, whom he lifted bodily and dumped in the telephone booth with a laugh.


‘Please don’t shoot me,’ pleaded Constable Dunphy of the Dublin Metropolitan Police as he was taken prisoner. ‘I done no harm.’


‘We don’t shoot prisoners,’ replied Collins, who told two Volunteers to bring the man upstairs and lock him in a room. Connolly ordered that the ground floor windows be knocked out, and Collins took a boyish delight in smashing the glass as he laughed boisterously. Pearse went outside and, before a small, indifferent group, proclaimed the Irish Republic ‘in the name of God and of the dead generations’.


Inside the men continued with their task of fortifying the building for the expected counterattack. Collins and Brennan-Whitmore were detailed to ensure all windows were properly barricaded.


Their only real engagement with the enemy on the first day was when a company of British Lancers rode down Sackville Street in formation on horseback, apparently hoping that their intimidating appearance would frighten the rebels. It was an absurd gesture. When the firing began three of the horsemen and two of their horses were shot dead and another man fell mortally wounded, while the remainder bolted for safety.


The second day was largely one of anticipation as the rebels waited for the British to attack, while an orgy of looting was taking place outside in Sackville Street. Realising that the police would not dare enter the street, people from the nearby slums broke display windows and helped themselves to whatever they desired in the shops. Pearse went out to the foot of Nelson’s Pillar in front of the GPO and denounced the looters as ‘hangers-on of the British Army’.
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De Valera was to defend the south-eastern approaches to the city, but only around 120 men showed up instead of the 500 expected, so he had to improvise. According to Plunkett’s plan, de Valera was supposed to occupy sixteen different locations in the Ringsend area. These included the canal works, a railway station, a two-mile stretch of railway line, signal cabins, the gas works, a granary, a railway locomotive shop, several mills, and Boland’s Bakery.


He planned to set up his headquarters in the Grand Canal Dispensary. At about 12.10 he and some of his men scaled the wall of Boland’s Bakery and rushed across the garden of the dispensary. De Valera was waving his sword as he crossed the garden and the doctor’s wife, alone in the dispensary, became terrified.


‘You have five minutes to pack your valuables and leave the premises ma’am,’ de Valera announced. The woman became hysterical and raced from room to room screaming uncontrollably. De Valera clearly did not know what to do next. ‘You’d better handle this,’ he said to an aide and hurried back across the back wall.


His men had little difficulty in occupying the bakery and de Valera established his headquarters there instead. Their biggest problem was convincing the bakers that they were serious when they ordered them from the premises. There were thousands of loaves of bread baking at the time and they agreed to allow a few bakers remain.


De Valera’s men were reportedly impressed by his humanitarianism. On the Monday he also dismantled part of the gas works for fear that people would be hurt in their homes by explosions. In the process he plunged much of the city into darkness, but he reasoned that this would prevent the British forces from using city trams. He also demonstrated a concern for the animals in the dogs and cats pound in Grand Canal Street, and ensured the horses in the grounds of the bakery were looked after.


On Tuesday morning de Valera called a parade and announced that all the boys under eighteen had to go home. Two of them — fifteen-year-old Willie Fitzgerald and sixteen-year-old Richard Perle — refused to leave and had to be chased away, but they kept returning and were eventually allowed to remain.


Little happened throughout that day as de Valera continued to race around burning up energy without any clear picture of what he wished to do. ‘Ceaselessly he moved among the men along the railway seeing that sentries were posted and were on alert,’ his authorised biographers, Longford and O’Neill, noted. ‘He gave orders to the company officers to keep the men occupied so as to divert their minds from fear.’


‘As he strode among his men, his mind was working on possible schemes which might help in the event of an attack,’ they added. At one point he suggested using a railway engine to launch a surprise attack on the British troops approaching from Kingstown, but he had no one who could drive an engine. He also suggested that the men use the signal wires along the tracks in order to make trip wires to delay the enemy if they decided to come along the tracks, but it was of little consequence because no attack ever came from that quarter.


In the distance they could hear shooting in the direction of St Stephen’s Green. At one point de Valera brought twelve men together and told them that he would lead them to the area to help out the garrison in the College of Surgeons. The men were provided with ammunition and rations and he set off along the railway line in the direction of Westland Row railway station, while the others followed after him. But they had not gone very far before de Valera returned, calling the whole thing off. ‘It’s all off,’ he told them. ‘The fact is I don’t feel justified in leading an attack with only twelve men.’ He did not feel that he could take the risk. ‘In God’s name therefore, we’ll go back and stand by our own area.’


He carefully prepared what appeared to be important operations but then he would suddenly cancel them. A striking feature of all the accounts of his part in the rebellion is the paucity of detail about what he actually did other than run around and change his mind.


‘In one of their positions a sniper gave the Volunteers much trouble,’ according to David T. Dwane, de Valera’s first biographer. ‘All attempts to locate him having failed, a message was sent to de Valera, who quickly arrived on the scene. With the aid of glasses he soon detected a soldier hidden in the ivy near a chimney stack, from which point a dangerous fire was directed on the Volunteer position. De Valera pointed him out to two of his men, and giving a hand himself, the sniper was not heard of again.’


According to his authorised biographers, de Valera sent word to the officers at the nearby Sir Patrick Dun’s Hospital that a British cadet, G. F. Mackay, who had been taken prisoner the first day, would be shot if the British placed snipers at the hospital. He assured the cadet, however, that this was just a bluff as he had no intention of carrying out the threat.


The incident on which much of his reputation as a leader and tactician rested was a piece of intelligent anticipation. Realising that Boland’s Bakery would not stand up to a bombardment by heavy artillery, he came up with an idea to deflect attention from the building by having a rebel flag mounted on the tower of a disused distillery building some 300 metres away. This was to give the impression that the distillery was occupied by Volunteers. The Crown forces fell for the ruse and began shelling the distillery. De Valera was so delighted that he reportedly ran up and down the nearby railway line, cheering like a schoolboy.


The men were spread out to defend the various bridges in his sector: those at Ringsend, Grand Canal Street, and Lower Mount Street. It was the last-mentioned that would see the greatest action. Two men, Michael Malone and James Grace, were placed in No. 25 Northumberland Road overlooking Mount Street Bridge. Others defending Clanwilliam House also joined in the defence of the bridge. Malone went to complain about the lack of fire power, and de Valera personally gave him a Mauser pistol and some 400 rounds of ammunition.


Malone and Grace were to inflict some of the heaviest casualties on the British on the Wednesday when they tried to enter the city via Mount Street Bridge. Seventeen men kept a whole battalion at bay for several hours. They inflicted the heaviest casualties of all on the British forces. They killed or wounded a total of 234 officers and men, which was about half of the total British casualties for the week. De Valera was the commandant credited with this, but he never made any serious attempt to help or relieve the men. Those at his battalion headquarters merely waited for the British to turn their attention to Boland’s Bakery, but that attack never came.


De Valera was running around so much and had not slept since the rebellion began, with the result that ‘by Friday he presented a very worn and tired-out appearance’, according to one of his men. Efforts to persuade him to get some sleep proved futile. ‘I can’t trust the men,’ he said. ‘They’ll leave their posts or fall asleep if I don’t watch.’


He was eventually prevailed upon to get some sleep one night, but he obviously had a nightmare. ‘His eyes wild, he sat bolt upright and in an awful voice, bawled: “Set fire to the railway! Set fire to the railway!”’
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Meanwhile at the GPO, Wednesday had dawned with no sign of the expected British assault, but as the morning progressed there were sounds of shelling when the gunship Helga opened up on Liberty Hall. The men had not expected the shelling. Connolly, a dedicated Marxist, had predicted the forces of British capitalism would be so anxious to avoid damaging property that they would not use artillery on expensive buildings but storm them with troops instead.


There were rumours that the British were preparing to attack the GPO with gas, so one of the men who had some chemical training was assigned to prepare an antidote. He put together a concoction and distributed it throughout the building in buckets.


‘What the hell good will that do?’ Collins asked him.


‘None,’ the man conceded, and that put an end to the idiotic scheme.


Collins was much too practical to waste time on such matters. ‘All through this week he gave me the impression that he was in a post that was too minor for a man of his temperament,’ wrote Joe Good. He was singled out as ‘the most active and efficient officer in the place’ by Desmond FitzGerald, who had been placed in charge of the GPO canteen.


Having been ordered to economise rigidly in order to ensure that the food supply would last for three weeks, FitzGerald irritated many of the men by providing only meagre portions, but Collins was not about to put up with petty restrictions. He came in one morning with some men who had been working hard on demolishing walls and building barricades. He told FitzGerald the men were to be fed properly, even if that meant they took all the remaining food. ‘I did not attempt to argue with them,’ FitzGerald related. ‘The men sat down openly rejoicing that I had been crushed. Apparently some of them had already been the victims of my rigid economy.’


The weather on Thursday was glorious, with a slight breeze from the east blowing over the putrefying carcasses of the two dead horses outside on the street. Having knocked out all the glass in the windows of the GPO, the men had to endure the nauseating stench while the interminable waiting for an assault continued. The British never did attack as Plunkett and Connolly had anticipated; instead they began shelling Sackville Street with heavy artillery placed a short distance away in Rutland (now Parnell) Square.


Connolly led some men out of the GPO on a raid but he was wounded in the process. Meanwhile Pearse was busy preparing an address that he delivered to all the available men in the main hall of the GPO that evening. Although it was supposedly a pep talk for the troops, it was really an address to posterity over the heads of the gathered men to whom he referred in the third person throughout. ‘Let me, who have led them into this, speak in my own name, and in my fellow commandants’ names, and in the name of Ireland present and to come, their praise, and ask those who come after them to remember them,’ he said. ‘They have held out for four days against the might of the British Empire. They have established Ireland’s right to be called a Republic, and they have established this government’s right to sit at the peace table at the end of the European war.’


Collins had little time for Pearse, an impractical dreamer, politically inexperienced, and militarily naive. Pearse was obsessed with mystical visions of a blood sacrifice. Writing in December 1915, he described the first sixteen months of the Great War as ‘the most glorious’ period in European history. ‘Heroism has come back to the earth,’ he wrote. ‘The old heart of the earth needed to be warmed with the red wine of the battlefields. Such august homage was never before offered to God as this, the homage of millions of lives gladly given for love of country.’ A medium-sized man with a handsome face, except for a pronounced cast in his right eye which usually prompted him to ensure that his photograph was taken in profile to conceal his cock-eyed appearance, Pearse had a messianic complex.


Some months on Collins would be quite critical of the way the rebellion was conducted in general and of the leadership of Pearse in particular. This was hardly surprising, given his earlier quoted views on the need to have the Irish forces organised on practical grounds and headed by realists and his belief that a force organised on theoretical lines and headed by idealists would be ‘a very doubtful factor’. Time proved him right, in his own mind anyway. ‘I do not think the Rising week was an appropriate time for the issue of memoranda couched in poetic phrase, nor of actions worked out in similar fashion,’ he wrote. ‘It had the air of a Greek tragedy about it, the illusion being more or less completed with the issue of the before mentioned memoranda. Of Pearse and Connolly I admire the latter the most.’


While Connolly shared Pearse’s enthusiasm for the rebellion, he had a saner view of the horror of war. He thought that anyone like Pearse who believed the battlefields had to be warmed with blood was ‘a blithering idiot’. ‘Connolly was a realist, Pearse the direct opposite,’ according to Collins. ‘There was an air of earthy directness about Connolly. It impressed me. I would have followed him through hell had such action been necessary. But I honestly doubt very much if I would have followed Pearse — not without some thought anyway.’


Collins also thought highly of two of the other leaders, Clarke and Seán MacDermott. Not being soldiers, they went into and remained in the GPO as excited spectators rather than participants. ‘Both were built on the best foundations,’ according to Collins, who was especially impressed by MacDermott. ‘Wherever he walked there went with him all the shades of the great Irishmen of the past. He was God given. He was humble in the knowledge of his own greatness and in the task which he had chosen to do. He did not seek glory as a personal investment but as a National investment.’


In writing to friends about the rebellion, it was particularly noticeable that Collins ignored the fifth and only other member of the military council in the GPO, Joseph Mary Plunkett. Possibly his reticence was out of a sense of loyalty to the man for whom he had been an aide. Plunkett, like Pearse, was a poet with an overdeveloped sense of the dramatic. His jewellery — a bangle on a wrist and a large antique ring on one of his fingers — seemed incongruous with military masculinity. In addition, he was physically weak and tired very easily. Just three weeks earlier he had had an operation for the glandular tuberculosis that was obviously killing him, with the result that he spent a great deal of time resting in the GPO.


‘On the whole I think the Rising was bungled terribly costing many a good life,’ Collins explained. ‘It seemed at first to be well organised, but afterwards became subjected to panic decisions and a great lack of very essential organisation and co-operation.’


On Friday, the fifth day of the rebellion, the British began firing incendiary shells at the GPO. Collins and a large detail of men held the fire at bay for as long as possible, putting barriers of sand across doorways and flooding the floors with water, but this was only a delaying measure. The fire gradually took hold, and Collins and Joe O’Reilly worked hard in combating it. At one point the Big Fellow’s trousers caught fire and O’Reilly ‘put it out by hosing Mick down’, Good recalled. Collins was furious, much to the amusement of his colleagues.


Pearse called all the available men together to deliver another of his addresses in the main hall. ‘If we have accomplished no more than we have accomplished, I am satisfied,’ he told them. As the fire in the GPO went totally out of control, it was decided to move the headquarters to a factory on Great Britain Street, but Pearse took the decision without making any enquiries about the positioning of enemy forces in the area. The O’Rahilly and some men went to make preparations. They had only just left when one of the Volunteers told Pearse that Great Britain Street had been solidly in the hands of the Crown forces since Thursday.


‘Stop The O’Rahilly,’ Pearse shouted. ‘He’s gone into Moore Street with some men.’


Collins darted out the door and ran up Henry Place but was too late. The O’Rahilly had already been cut down. Collins and those who followed him took refuge in the terraced cottages lining Moore Street, where they were joined by the other survivors of the headquarters staff. Pearse had led them from the burning building with his sword drawn and held aloft in a heroic gesture, symbolic of his own impracticality.


Some food was brought from the GPO, as Pearse had insisted that every man carry provisions. One or two of the men tried to cook rashers and tea with little success. ‘Mick Collins was one of these,’ Good recalled. ‘He would listen to no one, but fastidiously cut himself bacon, cleaned a very dirty pan, and placed it on a small fire. He was warned not to put on more fuel but persisted. Then a sniper hit the chimney, and his pan was full of soot. Mick was absolutely furious — and his language was choice.’
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On Saturday morning Pearse decided to look for surrender terms. When the British insisted on an unconditional surrender, he decided to concede, though some of the Kimmage contingent wanted to fight on. Clarke tried to convince them it was futile but failed, as did Plunkett.


‘If you fight on,’ Collins pleaded, ‘you’ll do nothing but seal the death warrants for all our leaders.’


‘Sure, they’ll all be shot anyway,’ someone replied. In desperation, Collins asked MacDermott to talk to them.


‘Now what is it you fellows intend to do?’ MacDermott asked them. He listened patiently to their arguments and then tried to persuade them to surrender, mentioning some civilians shot that morning.


‘We’re hopelessly beaten,’ MacDermott said. ‘The thing you must do, all of you, is survive, come back, carry on the work so nobly begun this week. Those of us who are shot can die happy if we know you’ll be living on to finish what we started.’


They then ate what was left of their rations and said the rosary, some holding a rifle in one hand and a rosary beads in the other.


Collins marched out with the headquarters staff into Sackville Street and turned left up towards the Parnell monument where they downed arms and surrendered. They were joined by men from the Four Courts and then marched up to the green in front of the Rotunda Hospital, where they were herded together, surrounded by a ring of soldiers with bayonets at the ready.


The officer in charge of the Crown forces was Captain Lee Wilson, a florid-faced, thick-lipped individual, who behaved as if he had a little too much to drink. He roared at his own men and issued contradictory orders while rushing from one prisoner to another, shouting that he was going to have them shot. He singled Clarke out for particularly harsh treatment. ‘That old bastard is the Commander-in-Chief. He keeps a tobacco shop across the street. Nice general for your fucking army.’ He had Clarke stripped naked and prodded him mercilessly, while nurses looked on from the windows of the Rotunda. Collins watched in indignation. Four years later he would take particular delight in having Wilson killed in revenge for what he did that day.


On Sunday morning the prisoners were marched through the streets to Richmond Barracks. W. E. Wylie, who was put in charge of the guard, feared that there would be trouble as people tried to rescue the rebels. But his fears proved groundless. ‘I might have saved myself the trouble,’ Wylie wrote, ‘for instead of cheering the prisoners, all of the old women and men in the streets cursed them. The prisoners needed more protection from the crowd than the soldiers did.’


The rebels were pelted with rotten fruit and vegetables by Dublin people, who blamed them for the week’s destruction in which more innocent civilians perished than combatants on either side; 262 civilians were reported killed, while the Crown forces suffered 141 dead, and the rebels 62, among them Collins’s friend, Jack Hurley.


‘Do you think they’ll let us go?’ a Volunteer asked as they were being walked through the hostile crowd of onlookers.


‘Bejasus, I hope not,’ replied Jim Ryan.


‘The citizens of Dublin would have torn us to pieces,’ Piaras Béaslaí wrote later.


The prisoners were taken to the gymnasium at Richmond Barracks, where police detectives circulated among them, picking out known activists for special treatment. These were Irishmen singling out other Irishmen for trial and in some cases, execution.


Collins had been in Dublin for only three months, and so he was not known to the detectives. He ended up among a group of 489 prisoners who were marched to the North Wall and shipped directly to Britain, herded together in a cattle boat. ‘Well it was a good fight, Mick,’ a colleague said as they were going down the quays. ‘What do you mean a good fight?’ he snapped in reply. ‘We lost, didn’t we?’
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Meanwhile de Valera was so cut off that news of the surrender did not reach him until Sunday. Elizabeth O’Farrell, a member of Cumann na mBan, the women’s auxiliary of the Irish Volunteers, brought the surrender order, but de Valera refused to accept it, because it had not been countersigned by his own commanding officer, Thomas MacDonagh. She therefore went off to get his signature.


As they waited for her to return, de Valera discussed the situation with his vice-commandant, Joseph O’Connor, and, realising that the shooting around the city had stopped, they concluded that the surrender message had indeed been genuine. ‘He then instructed me to mobilise the men and be prepared to march down from the position to the point of surrender, stating that he himself would, under cover of a white flag, inform the British that we had been ordered to surrender,’ O’Connor recalled.


De Valera was naturally afraid for the lives of himself and his men. He had heard stories of surrendering soldiers being shot at the battlefront in France, and he feared the Volunteers might be summarily killed. He gave his Browning automatic pistol to the British cadet they had been holding prisoner and asked him to give it to his oldest son, Vivion, some day. He then accompanied the cadet to Sir Patrick Dun’s Hospital.


Dr Myles Keogh witnessed the events at the hospital as de Valera and the cadet approached.


‘Hello,’ cried de Valera.


‘Who are you?’ an officer asked.


‘I am de Valera!’


‘And I am a prisoner,’ Cadet Mackay shouted.


De Valera then surrendered to the British military. ‘You may shoot me, but my men must be unmolested when surrendering,’ he said, according to Desmond Ryan. Thus de Valera surrendered before his men. It was O’Connor who led them out a short time later.


‘I marched from Boland’s Bakery into Great Clarence Street, thence to Grand Canal Street and into Grattan Street where we saw the Commandant and the British officers,’ O’Connor wrote. ‘I passed over command of the Battalion to the Commandant. He ordered the ground arms.’ They were then marched off, four abreast, to the Royal Dublin Society’s showgrounds at Ballsbridge.


Flanked by two British officers, de Valera was at the head of his men. He bitterly resented local people coming out with cups of tea for the British soldiers. He blamed the people of Dublin for the failure of the rebellion because they had not helped. ‘If only the people had come out with knives and forks,’ he is reputed to have remarked to his prisoner shortly before surrendering.


De Valera later contended that what he had actually said was that the people should have fought ‘though armed with hay forks only’. Against British rifles and heavy artillery, ‘hay forks’ would have been about as useful as knives and forks anyway. It was an idiotic remark at best, but it did betray his tendency to blame others for the failings of the rebels themselves. Pearse and some of the other leaders realised from the outset that the rebellion was likely doomed, but they believed their ultimate goals would be realised by others in the long run if they made a blood sacrifice at this time. They were right, but de Valera would only realise this later. He was one of those who had believed the rebellion might actually succeed in establishing an independent Irish republic, right then and there.


After two days in Ballsbridge, de Valera and the others were marched under a heavily armed guard across the city to Richmond Barracks. On the way they were also jeered by onlookers. The people of Dublin clearly resented the rebellion, but the British authorities made the mistake of overreacting, and in the process antagonised the Irish people.


The British rounded up Irish nationalists indiscriminately and jailed them without trial. Many of those people had absolutely nothing to do with the rebellion; they were, in fact, critical of it as a foolhardy venture. ‘Those wholesale arrests, dictated by panic, were a huge blunder from the British point of view,’ Piaras Béaslaí wrote. ‘They helped to convert many to sympathy with us; they provided a fresh grievance and a standing subject for agitation, and by bringing representative men from all parts of Ireland together in the intimacy of an internment camp they helped to strengthen our nucleus of future organisation, and to secure greater unity of thought and effort.’


The summary executions of the principal leaders and other rebels also did much to win sympathy for those who had fought in the rebellion. Pearse, Clarke, and MacDonagh were shot by firing-squads in the early hours of de Valera’s first morning at Richmond Barracks. He was sharing a cell with Count Plunkett, Seán T. O’Kelly, and others. In the following days eleven others were executed in Dublin as well as one in Cork.


Sinéad de Valera went to the office of the American consul general in Dublin to get the United States government to plead for her husband’s life, on the grounds that he was an American citizen. It was only then that anybody bothered to get a copy of his birth certificate and learned that he had been actually been registered as George de Valera but subsequently christened Edward. He was asked about his American background when he was brought before the military court on 8 May, along with Thomas Ashe and four others. Among those who testified at the trial was the former prisoner, a Cadet Mackay, who confirmed de Valera had been in command. He added that he himself had been well treated as a prisoner in Boland’s Bakery.


Afterwards de Valera was taken to Kilmainham Jail to await his fate. He expected the worst. From his cell he wrote a melodramatic note to Jack Ryan, a friend from his rugby-playing days at Rockwell. ‘Just a line to say I played my last match last week and lost,’ he wrote. ‘Tomorrow I am to be shot — so pray for me — an old sport who unselfishly played the game.’


As he expected, de Valera was sentenced to death, but the executions had been causing so much revulsion among the Irish public that the British government called for a cessation. His sentence was duly changed to penal servitude for life, along with that of Thomas Ashe and around ninety others. He, Ashe, and Thomas Hunter were the only commandants to survive the Easter Rebellion and the resulting executions. They were deported to English jails along with other survivors the following week.
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Doing Time


The wholesale arrests and the fifteen executions that followed in the next two weeks were a terrible blunder on Britain’s part because they generated enormous compassion which turned to sympathy for the rebels. In death Pearse became a national hero and his mystical rhetoric coloured the perception of what he had tried to do.


Henceforth the rebellion would be seen in terms of a kind of religious experience. The executed were referred to as ‘martyrs’ and it was said that the executions ‘helped to convert’ the Irish people to the separatist cause. The rebellion itself would become known as the Easter Rising, and in the process Pearse’s accomplishment would be symbolically equated with the greatest of all of Christ’s miracles.


Upon arrival in Holyhead, Collins and the other prisoners found two trains waiting for them on either side of a railway platform. One went to Knutsford, and the other, which Collins boarded, to Stafford, where he and 288 other rebels were marched from the railway station to Stafford Military Detention Barracks. At one point on the way a couple of bystanders tried to attack one of the prisoners, but was driven off by a burly English sergeant. ‘Get back you bastards,’ he shouted at the assailants. ‘These men fought for their country, you won’t.’


For three weeks the prisoners were kept in solitary confinement and only allowed out for short periods to walk in single file around a courtyard in total silence. They had no news of the outside world. In the monotony of this daily routine, each man got to know his cell intimately: the stone floor, the thirty-five panes of glass and the black, iron door. They had a slate to write on, a pencil, a bedboard, a stool, a table, a can, a bowl, a glass, and endless time to think. They could hear the noise of the town in the distance.


‘It was for the most part an unpremeditated solitary confinement,’ Desmond Ryan recalled. ‘Our khaki guardians came round to give us mugs and mattresses and to examine the cells; it took them the best part of a week to adjust themselves completely to the invasion.’


‘What caused the riots?’ the British soldiers kept asking.


‘We heard early that we must shine tins, until we could see our faces therein, must fold our blankets along certain lines, keep our cells as clean as pins, listen to what the staff had to say to us, preserve the strictest military discipline with silence, not whistle or sing, not attempt to communicate with other prisoners, not to look out the windows under penalties of bread and water and an appearance before the commandant,’ Ryan explained.


After two weeks they were allowed to write home, and Collins wrote to Hannie in London. ‘Positively you have no idea of what it’s like — the dreadful monotony — the heart-scalding eternal brooding on all sorts of things, thoughts of friends dead and living — especially those recently dead — but above all the time — the horror of the way in which it refuses to pass.’ He asked her to send him some novels and a French grammar that had been at the flat before he left London. He found it very hard to concentrate and Oscar Wilde’s ‘Ballad of Reading Gaol’ kept running through his mind.


He also had plenty of time to think about ‘our little “shemozzle”’, as he called the rebellion in a letter to his friend Susan Killeen on 25 May. ‘If our performance will only teach the housekeepers of Dublin to have more grub in reserve for the future it will surely not have been in vain.’ This was his idea of being funny. ‘But seriously,’ he added, ‘I’m afraid there must have been a lot of hardship and misery which must continue for many a day and which all our sympathy cannot soften.’


‘Life here has not been so ghastly since communications from the outer world have been allowed, and since we’ve been allowed reading matter and write letters,’ he continued. ‘I saw poor Pearse’s last letter in the Daily Mail this day and it didn’t make me exactly prayerful.’


As the restrictions were relaxed, the authorities became very benign. ‘Conditions have improved wonderfully during the last week,’ Collins explained in another letter to Susan Killeen four days later.


‘We had the life of Riley,’ Joe Sweeney wrote afterwards. They revived their spirits with impromptu football games in the courtyard, using a makeshift ball of brown paper and rags wrapped with twine.


‘A frenzied mass of swearing, struggling, perspiring men rolled and fought over the ball in the middle of the yard,’ Desmond Ryan recalled. ‘From the din a tall, wiry, dark haired man emerged and his Cork accent dominated the battle for a moment. He went under and rose and whooped and swore with tremendous vibrations of his accent and then disappeared again.’


‘That’s Mick Collins,’ someone said.


On 28 June 1916 Collins and more than a hundred others were transferred from Stafford to an internment camp at Frongoch, near Bala in north Wales. He seemed as if he might even have had some regrets about leaving Stafford, because henceforth he would be limited to one letter a week. He was certainly in a reflective mood on the eve of his transfer.


‘One gets plenty of time to think here and my thoughts are often self-accusing goodness knows. I can’t tell how small I feel sometimes. ’Tis all very fine for the writers to talk about the sublime thought which enters into people when they are faced by death — once, when I was in a pretty tight corner, what struck me was, how much nicer I might have been to the people who had a regard for me.’


Collins enjoyed the train journey through what he described as ‘a most engaging country’. At Frongoch they joined internees from Knutsford and other detention centres, and numbers swelled to more than 1,800 men. The camp, which had until recently housed German prisoners of war, was divided into two barbed wire compounds, separated by a road. Collins, internee No. 1320, was put in the north camp; this consisted of a series of thirty-five wooden huts, which were sixty foot long and sixteen foot wide and only ten foot high in the centre. Each hut housed thirty internees, so conditions were very cramped.


‘It’s situated most picturesquely on rising ground amid pretty Welsh hills,’ Collins wrote shortly after his arrival in the camp. ‘Up to the present it hasn’t presented any good points to me, for it rained all the time.’ As a result the grass pathways between the huts quickly turned into ‘a mass of slippery shifting mud’. The huts were cold and drafty even during the summer, which gave rise to anxiety among the men as to what conditions would be like later in the year. ‘I cheer them all up by asking them — what’ll they do when the winter comes?’ By then he would actually welcome the conditions in the north camp, but that is getting ahead of the story.


The internees were given the control and management of the camp within the barbed wire. Collins readily adapted himself to the conditions and made the most of his internment. ‘He was full of fun and mischief,’ remembered Batt O’Connor. ‘Wherever he was, there were always ruc-tions and sham fights going on. Mock battles took place between the men of his hut and the adjoining one. We had a football field and whenever there was a game he was sure to be in it. He was all energy and gaiety.’ Each night the men were locked up at 7.30. Between then and lights out at 9.45 they were free to read or play cards. ‘They were listening all the time to talk and plans about the continuance of the war as soon as we got home,’ according to Batt O’Connor. Many of the men had their own musical instruments, and they frequently staged their own concerts and singsongs.


Each day finished with rebel songs and recitations. Collins had a poor singing voice; so his party-piece was a forceful rendition of the poem, ‘The Fighting Race’, by J. I. C. Clarke. It was about three Irishmen — Kelly, Burke, and Shea — who died on the battleship Maine at the start of the Spanish-American war. Collins would deliver the lines of all five verses with an infectious enthusiasm that made up for his inability to recite properly.


There was plenty of time to think about what had gone wrong during Easter Week. Collins realised the strategy was faulty; it had been foolish to confront the might of Britain head on by concentrating their forces in one area. Henceforth he would learn from the mistake, but he did not believe in dwelling in the past. His attitude was best summarised in an autograph book entry he made in Frongoch. ‘Let us be judged by what we attempted rather than what we achieved,’ he wrote.


Each morning the men rose at 6.15. After breakfast, about a quarter of them were assigned to various fatigue groups to clear out fireplaces, sweep buildings, empty garbage, prepare meals, tend a vegetable garden, etc. Those not on fatigue duty would normally go to a playing field until eleven o’clock, when all the internees gathered for inspection. The commandant inspected everything in company with internee officers. The blankets on the bunks had to be folded precisely and placed on the bedboards so that they were in a straight line from one end of the room to the other, and the commandant at times used his stick to determine whether the line between any two beds was exactly straight.


The camp commandant, Colonel F. A. Heygate-Lambert, whom the internees nicknamed ‘Buckshot’, was a cranky, fussy individual with a lisp, always looking for something or other to complain about. ‘It’s hard to imagine anything in the shape of a man being more like a tyrannical old woman than the commandant in charge of this place,’ Collins complained. ‘The practice of confining to cells for trivial things is a thing which the commandant glories in.’
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